T he ability to balance professional and family responsibilities remains a challenge for most working adults. This is even more so for physicians, who experience a higher level of burnout and work-life balance dissatisfaction compared to their non-medical counterparts.
1 Dissatisfaction with work-life balance is highest for physicians at the forefront of medical care, including family medicine, general internal medicine and emergency medicine. 1 As one may expect, the subset of physicians who combine clinical responsibilities with research activities experience an even greater level of work-life balance issues.
Strong et al. 2 qualitatively assessed work-life balance among physicians in academic medicine through telephone interviews of 100 physician recipients of NIH K08 or K23 awards and 28 of their mentors. Interview participants were asked about family structure, effects of family and personal demands on careers success as well as institutional policies influencing work-life balance. Their results showed that while the new generation of academic physicians seems to be more cognizant of maintaining work-life balance than the "older," work-life balance remains challenging due to work demands and inadequate job flexibility. Even when supervisors offer flexible scheduling and time off, many female academic physicians are hesitant to make use of these offers due to societal and gender stereotypes. They do not want to be perceived as being on the "mommy track".
It is clearly not enough for employers to simply offer flexibility in work scheduling or time off; a concerted effort to de-stigmatize these opportunities and encourage employees to utilize them is necessary to overcome societal beliefs and expectations that have been entrenched through generations. Furthermore, physician researchers who achieve work-life balance need to take an active role in mentoring the younger generation. Physician peer mentoring has been shown to improve both academic productivity and personal life. 3, 4 In addition, the individual physician must take the initiative to plan ahead and communicate effectively 5 with those in the professional as well as the personal arena. Attaining the elusive balance between work and life is important and requires continued effort from both institutions and individuals.
